Hundreds of letters written by Cicero have been preserved.1 This is only the tip of the iceberg, since Cicero sent thousands of letters throughout his life that are now lost. His was not an exceptional case.2 On the contrary, the Roman elite communicated with relatives and friends by letter. Of course, the Roman state always maintained a regular correspondence with magistrates serving in different areas of the Mediterranean, employing military personnel to carry out the communications. However, an official postal service (cursus publicus) only existed after Augustus.3 During the Republic, a sender had to use private means * All dates are B.C.
to dispatch a letter.4 Probably only the wealthiest families had at their disposal tabellarii, that is, freedmen or slaves employed as private couriers. These tabellarii were frequently shared among close friends to facilitate the circulation of correspondence but also to reduce costs, although this does not seem to have been a major concern. A letter could be given to a friend travelling in the same direction as the addressee. In exceptional cases, the network of private carriers created by the publicani could be used, particularly in certain provinces of the Empire. Anyway, a letter could only be entrusted to a person whose confidence could be relied upon, in order to ensure that the missive reached its destination without interference. All in all, security and speed of the correspondence depended on a variety of circumstances: distance, travel by earth or sea, conditions on the route, bandits, reliability of the courier, and so forth. Apart from his forced stays in Sicily and Cilicia as a quaestor and as governor, Cicero preferred to remain in Rome as long as possible, although he usually spent time in some of his properties in Latium and Campania. Part of the year 59 and especially 58-also 57, of course, but we do not have any correspondence for the last months of his exile-were quite exceptional in Cicero's life, since most of the time he lived outside Rome, so they provide a good example of the way in which political information circulated from the city to Italy and other regions of the Empire.
During the spring of 59, Cicero lived in his villae of Antium and Formiae, far away from the political scene in Rome, which was dominated by the consul Caesar with the help of his allies Crassus and Pompey. Throughout this time his correspondence with Atticus allows us to verify to what extent Cicero kept informed of what happened in Rome. We do have indirect information through Cicero's own letters, since Atticus' correspondence has not survived. So, we know Cicero's responses to Atticus, as well as his requests, but not the first-hand information itself. We can guess that Atticus endeavoured to report to his friend anything that might be of interest to him, but we do not know his selection of events and facts, because Cicero himself, with his letters, is usually our main source of information for this period.5 In June 59 Cicero was back in Rome, while Atticus was outside the city. From this moment on,
